Introduction
How can community organisations work together to support one another? Can collaborative work strengthen individual organisations as well as the Third Sector as a whole? Are there benefits that large organisations can gain from working with smaller organisations, and vice versa? And are there drawbacks, limitations or challenges to working together or sharing resources?
These were some of the questions that led bassac (the British Association of Settlements and Social Action Centres -now merged with the Development Trusts Association to become Locality) to develop the research discussed in this chapter. As a membership body for community anchor organisations, which themselves bring together community groups at a local level, bassac members had some knowledge that collaborative working could benefit the Third Sector, individual organisations and communities themselves. Working with an academic researcher through the Take Part programme allowed the time and space to gather detailed evidence of how such collaborative working functions in a range of case studies, to analyse why it works (and why sometimes it doesn't) and help bassac members and others to learn from this shared practice (see Jones, 2011 for the full report).
The work came at a time (2011) when two themes of public debate in the United Kingdom reached a peak: firstly, the championing of 'The Big Society' by the Coalition Government, which would emphasise voluntarism, self-reliance or philanthropy over publicly funded, statesupported amenities (Cameron, 2010) ; and secondly, the more longterm drive to quantify performance and 'impact' of public activities.
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Of course, this also coincided with pushes for 'austerity' and funding cuts in a time of recession.
As many research participants pointed out, the 'Big Society' rhetoric fails to acknowledge the complexity of the voluntary and community sector. Part of this complexity is the result of the previous (New Labour) government's development of 'The Third Sector' as a compromise between state planning and private venture. This Third Way social democratic approach directed significant government funds to community and voluntary organisations (Flood, 2010), both to increase 'active citizenship' and democratic voice outside of state institutions, and to allow policy experimentation beyond the restrictions of directly managed government (Anheier, 2004) . Some see this as a continuation of earlier state-supported community development work under Conservative governments from 1979, co-opting community organisations within quasi-market structures as a mechanism for managing community expectations, and negating independent, campaigning or transformative aspects of community development (Miller and Ahmad, 1997) . Many organisations and groups are now intertwined with government bodies and compete for state-funding streams in a way which the Big Society approach does not appear to recognise. This was a situation mentioned several times during fieldwork for this chapter.
'Evidence-based policy' gained ground in the same period, with its emphasis on proving, and then pursuing, 'what works' (Sanderson, 2002) . Whilst the Coalition government has pledged to reduce targets and audit (DCLG, 2010) , the imperative to prove the effectiveness of Third Sector interventions in econometric terms remains, whether to funders, stakeholders and governors, or clients. This applies, in particular, to infrastructure organisations such as bassac and their membership of community anchors, which could be perceived as an 'extra layer' beyond the 'front-line' organisations doing the urgent work (another trope of 'austerity Britain').
This context made the research timely, but the project also grew from the ethos of bassac and the Taking Part programme as a whole: to identify social justice, community development-focused ways of working in the current context. In particular, the nature of bassac's work and that of their members -as community anchors focused on encouraging co-operation between organisations -focused the research on how members were responding to such challenges in mutually supportive ways. The research began from an understanding that whilst financial solvency may be crucial to sustaining some community work, this could be approached in ways outside the assumptions of market-oriented approaches, by learning and sharing between organisations.
